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By Genie Campbell 
Of The State Journal 


Madison's new Civic Center weath- 
ered its shakedown cruise with few 
stormy interruptions and its admin- 
istration anticipates smooth sailing 
ahead. 

“We've done better than we pro- 
jected,” Managing Director Edgar 
Neiss said. ‘‘Box office receipts for 
everything we've done to date and for 
future events being purchased at this 
moment are over $500,000. It is a 
strong indication that the Civic Center 
is being well received by both the city 
of Madison and community at large. 

‘‘We would like to see nothing but 
winners here,”’ Neiss said. ‘But, of 
course, that isn’t always possible.” 

The two biggest financial flops to 
date for the $10 million fine arts com- 
plex, which officially opened its doors 
Feb. 23, are Wisconsin neighbors — 
the Milwaukee Symphony Orchestra 
and Milwaukee Ballet. 

The Civic Center also lost money 
on the Conjunto Folklorico Nacional 
de Cuba, a folk dancing troupe, and 
the Duke Ellington/Della Reese con- 
cert. The latter loss was unfortunate, 
Neiss said. It occurred because of a 
last-minute substitution necessitating 
refunds. Miss Reese replaced Carmen 
McRae. 

The Civic Center made up for its 
losses with full houses for the San 
Francisco Ballet, Fred Waring, a re- 
vival of “Showboat” starring Forrest 
Tucker, and Milwaukee Repertory 
Theater's production of ‘Fighting 
Bob,” staged in the Isthmus Play- 
house. 

In addition, Neiss said, private 
promoters walked away from the box 
office very happy after performances 
of “Jesus Christ Superstar,” Marcel 
Marceau, George Carlin, Bonnie 
Raitt, and most recently, Harry Cha- 
pin, who sang to a near capacity 
crowd Friday. Although the Civic Cen- 
ter is always reimbursed for rental ex- 
penses, it also receives a profit per- 
centage on shows brought in by pri- 
vate promoters. 

But not everyone is as pleased with 
the initial public response as Neiss. 

The Edgewood Agency, a concert 


Boys, two of which sold out in Milwau- 
kee and Minneapolis. 

“The Civic Center is bringing in so 
much of its own, an outside promoter 
can’t compete,” she said. ‘Our hope 
was that a brand new theater would 
attract patrons, It is very curious that 
it didn't, but there is probably too 
much of the same kind of entertain- 
ment going on in Madison right now.”’ 

The Civic Center is very expensive 
to rent, she added. “It isn’t one of the 
more reasonable facilities in the coun- 

Local community groups, who are 
also paying more than they are used 
to, generally are covering increased 
costs by charging more for tickets nd 
drawing bigger audiences. 

An estimated 2,000 people attended 
Madison Symphony Orchestra’s first 
subscription concert in the Oscar 
Mayer Theater — 400 more than could 
have been accommodated with a pair 
of sellouts at its previous performing 
site, the Madison Area Technical Col- 
lege Auditorium. 

It is too early to give an accurate 
financial reading, said Robert Palmer, 
manager of Madison Civic Music 
Association, the umbrella organization 
for Madison Symphony Orchestra, 
Madison Civic Chorus and Madison 
Civic Opera. 

“TH have a better answer in a 
year,” Palmer said. ‘‘We want to see 
the economic impact of a full season 

. after a full year’s rent and audi- 
ence support. Right now, we are ata 
very good level of subscription sales. 
We have 500 more tickets to sell to 


and theater promoter based in Mil- | 


waukee, took a bath with three out of 
four concerts it booked into the Civic 
Center and ‘will not bring in anything 
again until we are fairly sure of its 
(the Civic Center’s) track record,” a 
spokeswoman for Edgewood said. 
“We lost money on everything but 
Ferrante and Teicher and even that 
concert was not a sellout,” she said. 
“At this moment we have nothing 
booked because the year so far has 
been so dismal.” 

Edgewood lost money on Peter 
Nero, Virgil Fox and the Vienna Choir 
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meet our goal at the end of Septem- 
ber.’’ 

“Music Man,” staged last month in 
the Oscar Mayer Theater by the Chil- 
dren's Theater of Madison, broke even 
in spite of sellouts for both perform- 
ances and two foundation grants total- 
ing $2,000. 

“We would not have broken even 
except for the grants,” said Nancy 
Thurow, director of the Children’s 
Theater. 

More than $6,000, the total intake 
for one performance, was needed to 
cover the rental costs of the Civic Cen- 
ter and to pay unionized stage hands. 
Additional costs included costuming, 
set design, advertising and royalties. 

Ticket prices were reasonable, 
$3.50 to $5.50, so no one would be 
priced out of the show, Mrs. Thurow 
said. But, if a third performance, orig- 
nally intended but canceled because of 
a scheduling mixup, had been staged, 
“it would have given us a profit,”’ she 
said. 

Economically speaking, the Chil- 
dren’s Theater is no worse or better 
off than it has been in the past, she 
continued. 

The Madison Civic Repertory 
Theater did very well with its first 
show, ‘‘Company,”’ said Jeffrey Bar- 
tell, MCR president. ‘We sold 83 per- 
cent of the available seats (in the Isth- 
mus Playhouse) and that’s considera- 
bly more than we had expected. 

“We are delighted not only with the 
theater itself and the technical 
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weathered well 
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Continued from Page 1 
aspects but that the public is respond- 


ing to the Civic Center as a focal point 


for the performing arts in Madison.” 

Bartell said it was impossible to 
predict future success at this date, but 
“we certainly expect to cover the 
additional costs of our presence in the 
Isthmus Playhouse through increased 
patronage and increased donations. It 
will be easier to get people into the 
Civic Center but it’s also easier to 
raise money to support MCR because 
of our tenancy in the new Civic Cen- 
ter.” 

Neiss admitted that a lot of the 
public support the Civic Center has en- 
joyed may be attributed to curiosity. 

“There is no guarantee that people 
will continue to support the Civic Cen- 
ter, but I hope we can create the habit 
through continued program diversity 
and quality,” Neiss said. ‘People are 
beginning to view the Civic Center as 
successful. There is always something 
going on and something to see.” 

If the Civic Center continues to do 
as well at the box office as it has in the 
beginning months, the $14,000 subsidy 
budgeted by the city to cover perform- 
ance revenue losses during 1980, could 
be reduced or wiped out entirely, 
Neiss said. 


“But whether we will be able to 
reduce the deficiency overall is ques- 
tionable,”” he continued. (Altogether, 
the city budgeted approximately 
$356,000 to subsidize first-year operat- 
ing expenses of the Civic Center.) 

“Because of changes in the lease 
agreement with the Madison Art Cen- 
ter, the Civic Center is recovering less 
revenue than projected and some ben- 
efit was eaten up during the opening 
festival,” Neiss said. “We were so 
pressed in terms of staff and opera- 
tional needs because of the huge 
crowds, we had a lot of overtime and 
added personnel, and that has to be 
picked up from some area.” 

How the impending economic re- 
cession will affect the Civic Center is 
also difficult to determine, Neiss said. 

“We are fortunate in one respect; 
Madison is not an industrial-based city 
and, by and large, I don’t think we will 
be hit as hard as other parts of the 
country. 

“We have not felt it yet in terms of 
Support for various performing events 
and it may have a positive effect on 
us,”’ he continued. ‘People might Stay 
closer to home and make do with 
what's available here. But I do think 
people will be more discriminating 
- . . picking and choosing a little bit 
more.” 


